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The Great Exhibition of 1851 celebrated a new sense of optimism and pride in
Britain’s position as “Workshop of the World.” This was expressed in the Crystal
Palace which housed the exhibition. By its bold use of glass and iron in new
structural forms, the Palace captured the spirit of a new age. It is shown here under
construction. What does the use of a horse team to raise a prefabricated iron
cross-beam suggest about the combination of old and new in mid-nineteenth
century Britain?
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For the first time, more people lived in towns than in the country. By
1900 nearly eighty percent lived in cities of 100 000 or more,and life
changed in many ways. The landed upper class still held great power, but
increasingly had to share it with political leaders whose power came
from voters in the towns and cities. Though many problems remained,
major steps were taken to remedy the evils of earlier years. City leaders
began to improve living conditions, and such amenities as parks and
libraries were provided. After 1870 elementary education was made man-
datory across Britain. How would this have improved the opportunities
for many to have a better life?
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Inventions like the telephone and typewriter offered women a wider choice
of work and the chance of greater independence.

Despite all the new opportunities offered by industrial progress, people’s
lives continued to vary greatly. For the middle classes and above, life was
certainly comfortable. For many in the working classes, life still centred on
employment in the factories and the “sweated trades.”

Nevertheless, as the nineteenth century drew to a close, more people
were sharing in the wealth produced by industrialism. Food was cheaper
and more varied than before. The lower cost of food meant that families
had more money for other things. This fact was reflected in the rapid
growth of retail trade. Many more people than before could now look
forward to a shopping expedition as a social pleasure. Many were able to
take holidays and seaside resorts became popular. Organized sport pro-
vided popular and inexpensive entertainment for millions. We take such
things for granted, but they are, as much as mechanization and technology,
the consequences of the Industrial Revolution.
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